Following Nation' (2009) proposal of 40-50 empty spaces as an optimum length of a cloze test, this study examined whether this length would work according to proficiency level. Three cloze tests, adjusted for each proficiency level, were developed by the researcher for the use at beginning, intermediate and advanced levels. The cloze tests measured participants' reading comprehension and included 40, 45 and 50 empty spaces for the beginning, intermediate and advanced levels respectively. Problematic items of each cloze test were identified over several pilot studies. Then they were administered to three groups of L1 Persian EFL learners at the beginning (56), intermediate (43), and advanced (41) levels. Results of the study suggest that an optimum length of a cloze test could vary according to the proficiency level. While the test could be long (including 50 empty spaces) and reliable at the advanced level, a shorter length of the test including 20-25 empty spaces could be more reliable at the beginning and intermediate levels.
Introduction
argues that at least three factors influence the reliability of cloze tests. These factors include variations in students' proficiency levels, differences in readability of the cloze tests, and length of the test (changes in number of items). Research suggests that if the first two factors are held constant, longer cloze tests yield more reliable estimates than shorter ones (e.g., Bachman, 1990; Brown, 1996 Brown, , 1998 . However, these researchers have not clearly determined the optimum length of a cloze test. Rand (1978) examined the effect of test length on the reliability of cloze tests. He suggested that a cloze test should include 20-25 empty spaces irrespective of the method used to score that. However, he had drawn on a single cloze test and single population in his study. Then variations in his participants' language proficiency and potential differences in readability of cloze tests were simply ignored in his study. Nation (2009) believes that one of the factors that make a cloze test reach a good level of reliability is that the cloze has a high number of points of measurement. He proposes that a cloze test with 40-50 empty spaces would be more reliable. However, it has not been argued whether the proposed length would work across different proficiency levels. Brown (1998) believes that there is a threshold at which increasing length of the test can have opposite effect. He has proposed a procedure through which one can determine the appropriate length of a cloze test. However, it would be very time-consuming for EFL/ESL teachers to determine the optimum length of a cloze test for each group of their participants. This is because the participants may differ in terms of language proficiency. To tackle this problem, it appears that a framework for an optimum length of a cloze test at each proficiency level is required. To meet this requirement, this study was designed to examine (a) whether the optimum length of a cloze test varies according to proficiency level, (b) if so, what would be the optimum length for a cloze test at each proficiency level.
Cloze Test
A cloze test is defined as a passage with a few sentences of introduction followed by text with deleted words (gaps) with a consistent number of words (from five to eleven) between them. The test taker's responsibility is to predict the deleted words based on the words given in the text (e.g., Alderson, 2000; Brown, 1989 Brown, , 1992 Cain & Oakhill, 2006; Koda, 2005; Nation, 2009; Oller, 1975 Oller, , 1979 . The rationale behind a cloze test is that the reader must be sensitive to both semantic and syntactic constraints in each context to fill in the blanks. Such sensitivity can be taken as a reliable indicator of reading ability since text information processing is supported by these constraints (Koda, 2005, p. 239) .
Cloze tests can be constructed in two ways, by standard fixed ratio deletion or rational deletion format (Koda, 2005) . In standard fixed ratio deletion format, every 5th or 7th word is deleted from the text. The missing word can be from any category of function or content words. However, the standard fixed ratio format has some drawbacks: such clozes are more sensitive to surface linguistic forms than the underlying text meaning, they say little about global-text information processing competencies, and may reflect memory performance rather than reading ability (e.g., Alderson, 2000; Beach, 1997; Cain & Oakhill, 2006; Koda, 2005) . For these reasons, a rational deletion format was preferred. In this test, there is no fixed ratio to delete words from the text; rather, a prespecified category of words is deleted to test a specific facet of reading ability. Therefore, to measure text-meaning understanding, a proportion of content words are chosen and deleted. Contextual support availability rather than the number of deleted content words will determine the rational cloze test's difficulty level (Koda, 2005, pp. 240-241) .
A multiple-choice format, rather than a fill in the blank one, was used in this study. This was to improve scoring reliability. Moreover, it was more practical to administer (e.g., Bachman, 1990; Heaton, 1988; Madsen, 1983 ) and a more familiar format for the participants. It consisted of 40 to 50 empty spaces where the readers' task was to read the passages and choose a replacement word from a choice of 4 options (Alderson, 2000; Cain & Oakhill, 2006; Koda, 2005) .
Methodology

Subjects
A total number of 140 L1 Persian EFL learners, at beginning (56), intermediate (43) and advanced level (41) participated in the study. They included both males and females, 16-35 years old, studying English as a foreign language in a private language school.
Identification of the proficiency level of the participants was already done upon their enrolment. It was based on the New Interchange/Passages Placement test (Lesley, Hansen, & Zukowski/Faust, 2003) , a test used in the language school where the participants were selected. Furthermore, a modified version of the Placement test was administered to participants of this study to ensure that each participant was placed at the right proficiency level. This PlacementTest was a 70-item multiple-choice test that lasted 50 minutes. However, to obtain an accurate proficiency score and not to allow the variable of time constraint to influence the results, an additional 40 minutes were given to the participants. Overall, 90 minutes were given for this test, although most of the participants completed it within the range of 60 to 80 minutes.
The modified version of Placement test measured L2 learners' listening, reading, and grammar recognition of English. With the exception of two participants, the results were consistent with the original proficiency placement. To score the test, one mark was allocated to the participants' correct answer (total of 70). The participants were placed at an appropriate proficiency level depending on their scores in this test. Scores of 30, 49, and 70 were determined as the cut-off scores for the beginning, intermediate and advanced levels respectively. A one-way ANOVA was also run to see if there were any significant differences between the assigned groups. The results of this analysis indicated that there were significant differences between the three proficiency groups, F (2, 137) = 512.952, p = .000. More specifically, the one-way ANOVA analysis indicated that each proficiency group differed from the other two groups significantly and with a large effect size (η² = .88). Table 1 indicates the descriptive statistics of this analysis for each proficiency level and how the participants were distributed into three levels of proficiency based on the Objective Placement Test scores. As indicated in Table 2 , while the proportion of the academic word list (AWL) and off-list is higher for the advanced level, the proportion of the first and second thousand level words (K1+K2) is higher for the beginning level with the intermediate level in between. This suggests that the difficulty level of the passages increases for each proficiency level as the proportion of most frequent words decreases. Second, the density of the propositions in the passages was controlled. It is a variable which affects understanding and recall (Alderson, 2000; Nation, 2009; Beach, 1997; Koda, 2005; Cain & Oakhill, 2006) . To do this, the total number of major and minor idea units in each sentence was determined. These were added up to return the total number of major and minor idea units per passage. This included 35, 43 and 49 idea units for the beginning, intermediate and advanced levels respectively.
A pilot study was conducted among the participants at each proficiency level to gain the participants' feedback on the appropriateness of a sample of the selected passages. Since the participants may have discussed similar content in class time, they were asked to read through each passage and fill out a retrospective report. In this report, the participants were asked to determine the extent to which they had already been familiar with the content of the passages, on a Likert scale of 4 items (very familiar, rather familiar, less familiar, and unfamiliar). Their reports indicated that 100% of the participants had been unfamiliar with the content of the passages for the three proficiency groups.
Developing and Piloting the Cloze Tests
At each proficiency level, an appropriate passage (as described above) was chosen, and 40-50 content words were deleted. The number of deleted words differed for each proficiency level depending on the length of each text. There were 40, 45 and 50 deleted words in the selected passages for the beginning, intermediate and advanced levels respectively. The difficulty level was also controlled by leaving sufficient and equal contextual support for the learners to restore the deleted content words (Abraham & Chapelle, 1992) . This was done by averaging the total number of words in the passage over the total number of gaps. The results indicated that there was an average of 6.35, 7.06 and 7.4 words as contextual support for each gap at the beginning, intermediate and advanced levels respectively. The learners were required to read the passage and choose the best answer fitting with the gaps from the choices given for each blank. One mark was allocated to each correct answer, with a total of 40-50 marks for this task.
The test at each proficiency level was piloted three times, each time with a different group of L1 Persian EFL learners chosen from the language school, but not from the participant pool for the main study. During each pilot, they completed the test followed by a retrospective report where they were asked about their overall viewpoints on the test, test items, and content of the test. Then their tests were scored and an item analysis was conducted to examine the contribution that each test item made to the test. Finally, based on results of the item analysis and the participants' reports on the test, the poor items were identified and revised until no further ones were identified.
During the first pilot, the test at the beginning, intermediate and advanced levels was administered to 9, 7 and 10 participants respectively. As they had prior experience with cloze reading tests, they raised no questions about the test during the exam session. They reported that they had not been familiar with the content of the test and that some of the test items had been too easy and some too difficult. They said that the main problem with the overly difficult items was that more than one answer could have been correct. And the main problem with the too easy ones was that they had been able to dismiss the distracters very easily. The results of an analysis indicated a range of 15, 21 and 17 poor items which had been either too easy or too difficult at the beginning, intermediate, and advanced levels respectively. To determine the poor items, the facility value (e.g., Alderson, Clapham, & Wall, 1995) for each item was computed. This was used to measure the difficulty of an item, and was obtained by dividing the participants who scored correctly by the total number of participants. The cut-off levels used on the item analysis to determine these poor items were .22-.77; .14-.71; and .2-.8 for the beginning, intermediate, and advanced levels respectively. These items were revised by replacing the distracters with more appropriate options. More specifically, the distracters for the overly easy items were replaced with more challenging distracters and those for the overly difficult items were replaced with less ambiguous distracters.
To determine how the revised tests would work, they were administered to a group of 9 participants, 3 in each proficiency group, during the second pilot. The participants at each proficiency level reported that they had had no problems with the test. The results of an item analysis indicated that of the revised test items, those at the beginning level had worked well. The facility value index for this test was in a desirable range of .33-.66. However, a few of the revised test items were still not performing well for the tests at the intermediate and advanced levels. They were either too easy or too difficult. These items were revised once more. The distracters for these items were replaced with more appropriate options.
Finally, the revised tests were piloted with a group of 4 intermediate and 3 advanced participants during the third pilot. The participants reported there were no overly difficult or overly easy test items at this stage. The results of the item analysis also indicated that the facility value index for these tests at the intermediate and advanced levels were in a desirable range of . 25-.75 and .33-.66 respectively. An estimate of the duration of the exam session was also obtained for the tests. This was the average time for each test to be completed by the participants at each proficiency level. It included 40, 45 and 50 minutes for the cloze test at the beginning, intermediate and advanced levels respectively. These tests were then finalized for use in main study.
Procedure
After the cloze tests were developed and piloted by the researcher, and their potential problems were identified and removed, the main study was conducted. As indicated in Table Three , this study was carried out in 4 sessions over a week. In the first session, all the participants were initially required to complete a roughly 90-minute general proficiency placement test. In the language proficiency placement test, they completed a listening section first, and then reading and grammar sections. Then the participants were distributed into three proficiency groups based on their scores in this test. Those participants who obtained scores within a range of 1-30, 31-49 and 50-70 were No. 5; 2012 placed at the beginning, intermediate and advanced levels respectively. Since the cloze tests were different for each proficiency level, they were conducted in three consecutive rounds. In the first round, the participants at the beginning level completed the test in a 25-minute session. In the second round, the participants at the intermediate level did the same in a 30-minute session. In the third round, the participants at the advanced level were allocated 35 minutes to complete their reading cloze tests. Differences in allotted time at each proficiency level were due to the tests which were different in terms of length (number of words and propositions), and readability. These tests were conducted in the language school where the participants had been chosen for the study. Since the cloze tests were in a multiple-choice format, the participants were just required to choose the correct answer and mark it in their answer sheets. Once each participant completed their reading cloze tests, they gave their answer sheets to the researcher along with the retrospective report on these measures. Unlike the participants at the advanced level who had completed the test within the given time, the participants at the beginning and intermediate levels reported that the test had been too demanding and they had not been managed to complete the test.
Data Analysis
After the tests were completed, each participant was assigned an ID code. Then each test was scored by the researcher. One mark was allocated to each correct answer, with a total of 40, 45 and 50 marks for this measure at the beginning, intermediate and advanced levels.
Results
The participants in each proficiency group completed a different reading cloze test. Their performance was analyzed in each proficiency group. Descriptive statistics for reading performance were obtained for each proficiency level. The results of this analysis are provided in Table 4 . Cain & Oakhill, 2006; Koda, 2005; Alderson, 2000) points out, a cloze test of this type involves the selection of an answer from a choice of usually 3-5 options. Since the selection of the answer requires the inhibition of irrelevant information followed by updating memory for the next test item, additional memory resources could be employed here (Carretti, Cornoldi, De Beni, & Romano, 2005; Gernsbacher, Varner, & Faust, 1990; Morris & Jones, 1990) . However, at the advanced level, the participants reported that they could easily distinguish the sequence between the ideas in the text and show that they had understood in a coherent way. One possible explanation could be that, due to higher L2 knowledge, much of the language processing at the advanced level may have been less controlled, less effortful (less capacity-demanding) and more automatic (e.g., N. Ellis, 2001; Schmidt, 2001; Skehan 1989) . More specifically, since the majority of the lower level aspects of reading such as processing orthographic, phonological, semantic and syntactical information is operated automatically (i.e., without adding attention to process meaning), and automatic processes are much less cognitively demanding (e.g., Segalowitz, Segalowitz, & Wood, 1998), these participants do not rely very much on cognitive resources in processing text information.
This study provides further support for the prior research by Brown (1998) where he suggests "longer tests tend to be more reliable than shorter ones, but there is a point at which adding more items can have the opposite effect, as fatigue sets in and the students begin to get discouraged or stop taking the test seriously" (p. 18). This study also provides further credit to Nation's (2009) A lot of modern art is not realistic or beautiful. Artists want to show people a (1) way of seeing things. They want to say (2) about the world they live in (3) paintings and sculptures disturb some (4) because they do not (5) or understand (6) the artist is trying to (7) It often takes many (8) before an artist's work is accepted by the (9) In 1870, Vincent Van Gogh and Claude Monet were painting in France. They and some other painters (10) many ideas about (11) They used strong, (12) colors, and their (13) were not always very (14) Their art was very (15) from what people were (16) with, and few people liked it. The (17) did not make a lot of (18) Human beings are creatures of society. They take part in a (1) social system which expects them to (2) certain roles. Social scientists (3) that without roles, society could not (4)
To be (5) , members of society need to know how others (6) them to act so that they can act, or not act, in those (7) . Let us take student life at a (8) 
